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Books
HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN
Reviewed by Joyce Carol Oates
Bo Gr¢nbech: Hans Christian Andersen. Twayne Publishers.
171 pages. $12.95.
"I am as water," Hans Christian Andersen wrote in a letter of
1855. "Everything moves me. Everything is reflected in me. I
suppose it is part of my writer's nature, and often I have had
pleasure and blessing from it, but it is often also a torment."
Hans Christian Andersen is one of that very small number of
writers who have so successfully created a vision and a style
uniquely their own, that their art seems to have passed over into
the communal, and to "belong" to something so vast and
amorphous as the human psyche itself. Excluding historians of the
form, who could say with assurance that "The Snow Queen" is, or
is not, a retelling of an ancient tale; who could guess whether the
"ugly duckling" always belong to folk tradition, or was invented by
Andersen ; or whether the "red shoes," "the shadow," "the
nightingale," "the emperor'' (of "The Emperor's New Clothes"), "the
ice maiden", and numerous other figures from Andersen's art are
first to be found in tradition, or owe their very existence to this
astonishing writer's imagination? So powerful are these tales, so
masterful the voice telling them, that it is difficult to believe, as
Bo Gr¢nbech tells us, that Andersen himself did not by any means
grasp the significance of his achievement at once, but regarded the
fairy tales as "sideline compositions," and that he had, as if against
his conscious will, "created a completely new literary form ... as
good as any of the conventional forms of writing." (p. 91)
This addition to the Twayne's World Authors Series, under the
general editorship of Leif Sjtberg, is a sympathetic but always
judicious examination of the phenomenon of Hans Christian
Andersen - his life and career, as well as his work. Though
innumerable studies have been done of Andersen, and the
prominent facts of his life are well known, Bo Gr¢nbech has been
particularly successful in weaving together, often with dramatic
subtlety, events and observations from Andersen 's life, and their
analogous or metaphorical expression in his work. Detailed
analyses of "The Snow Queen," "The Tinder Box," and "The
Nightingale" allow the reader to see how Andersen's " effortless" art
achieves its unique power, while a highly critical examination of
Andersen 's novels (among them The lmprovisator and Only a
Fiddler, successful in their own time) makes the point that the
" nuanced portrait" of realistic fiction, which has become a
convention in the twentieth century, had virtually no interest for
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Andersen: "his strength lay in the simplified yet suggestive picture
of a type ." By moving in the direction of his imaginative strengths,
and expressing, in fantastic terms, the highly contradictory aspects
of his own personality (which Professor Gr¢nbech identifies as a
paradoxical conflict between perpetual immaturity and external
worldliness), Andersen was able to give permanent shape to his
genius, which would have been lost in forms like the novel, the
play, and the epic poem, simply not suited for his temperament.
" His strength ," according to Gr¢nbech, "was the brief glimpse ... ,
the elegant phrase, the rapidly outlined situation . The fairy tale
was as if created for his episodic gifts." (132)
This is an excellent study that should appeal to the general
reader, who lacks a comprehensive sense of Andersen's background
and the cultural milieu out of which he emerged . It is refreshing to
encounter a critic who does not reduce literary achievements to
symbols, or to biographical utterances, and who recognizes that, at
bottom, a work of art lives in its language, the unique voice of its
author, the inimitable rhythm of its style - that very quality that
is often lost in translation but, in Andersen 's case , would seem to
be successfully conveyed . On the matter of Andersen's influence,
Professor Gr¢nbech is perhaps too modest. We know that Nabokov
was inspired to write King, Queen, Knave after reading a Russian
translation of an Andersen tale, and that, near the end of his life,
when he had accumulated as many awards and honors as any
writer in history, Thomas Mann remarked in a letter that he had
always cherished the image of Andersen's Steadfast Tin Soldier, the
one-legged soldier who is so brave , though doomed :
" Fundamentally," said Mann, " it is the symbol of my life." One
clearly sees the influence of Andersen in Isak Dinesen , Kafka,
Calvino, and perhaps even in Singer. Like Shakespeare, Cervantes,
Dante, and other writers of a mysteriously " transcendental "
stature-by which I mean simply that they overleap their eras, and
the limitations of their languages-Andersen's influence is finally
too diffuse to recognize , because it has changed world culture .
" The fairy tales are not a harmless and innocent reading, " Professor
Gr¢nbech concludes . " If you know how to read , they leave your
sou I disturbed."
WATER FOR A THIRSTY LAND
Reviewed by Peter L. Petersen

Shirck, Norma C. , Water For A Thirsty Land. Omaha : R.E. & N.C.
Shirck, 1980 pp. 210, Foreword , Contents, Appendix, Maps,
Acknowledgements, $5 .00 paperback . (A limited number of
copies are available from the author at 604 South 123 Street,
..Omaha, Nebraska 68154) .
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In this fine little book, privately printed by the author and her
husband, Norma Shirck traces the history of her family from the
1880's to approximately 1945. Beginning with the lives of her
maternal and paternal grandparents in Denmark, she recounts the
circumstances which led to the decisions of her parents to
emigrate to the United States where they met and married.
Because her mother and maternal grandmother were inveterate
diary-keepers, the author is able to recapture much of the emotion
associated with emigration . Even today, it hurts to read the lines of
a distraught Danish mother in 1905 as her two teenage daughters
prepare to leave for the United States : "I felt an iron hand pressed
against my heart, and only darkness surrounded us," (p. 28) On a
happier note, one of the girls, the author's mother, returned to
Denmark for a visit in 1911 and the account of that trip and
" joyous reunion" is an excellent piece of social history.
The " thirsty land" in the title is a 12,000 acre flatland in
Sheridan County, Nebraska, just west of that state's famous
Sandhills. Here at the end of World War I, a small group of farmers
and their families settled in an area called Mirage Flats . For the
most part, the new community was the product of a settlement
process called " secondary ethnic migration ." Stifled by land prices
which had soared to over $200.00 an acre in and around older
Danish communities in Nebraska, such as Marquette, Kronborg,
Dannebrog, and Nysted , more than forty families , mostly young
and of Danish background , saw in the $20.00 to $30.00 per acre
asking price for Mirage Flats land a chance to begin farming on
their own . Among the early settlers were the newlyweds Carl and
Anne Andersen Smith. Their daughter Norma, the author of this
book, was the first child born at Mirage Flats .
In many ways , then , the book is as much a history of Mirage
Flats as it is of the Smith family. It would be nice to report that all
went well for the Smiths and the other settlers, but that is not the
case. One day in the Spring of 1926, Carl was killed by a bolt of
lightning as he worked in the fields ; his widow and four young
were left to struggle with the demands of a 160 acre farm . In the
1930's, depress ion and draught ravaged the Great Plains and many
of the original Mirage Flats settlers were forced to leave . Not until
the completion of a federal irrigation project in 1948 d id this
" thirsty land" gain a dependable water supply .
At on e time or another, I suspect that almost all of us who are
interested in the past have con sidered writing a family history.
Unfortunately, the realities of life--work and other responsibilities ,
grandparents and parents dying before we get around to
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systematically interviewing them about their youth, and the
growing realization that the research and writing of history requires
considerable effort-prevent most of us from fulfilling this noble
dream . One of the lessons of this book is that we should at least
make an attempt at family and community history. Too often we
think of history as something made only by the "elites" in our
country-the wealthy, the politicians, the diplomats. Norma Shirck
presents another view, that of the "ordinary" people who live at the
grassroots of our society. It is regrettable that we do not have more
works like this, because they tell us a great deal about our past.
One does not have to be a professional historian to undertake such
a project. As the author of this book has demonstrated , with a lot
of hard work, an intelligent person , motivated by ties of kinship
and an attachment to the past, can produce something of great
value. I hope that others who have considered writing a similar
work will use Water For A Thirsty Land as an example of what can
be done.
SEVENTEEN DANISH POETS:
A Bilingual Anthology of Contemporary Danish Poetry
Reviewed by Mogens K. Knudsen
Ingwersen, Niels (ed .). Seventeen Danish Poets: A Bilingual
Anthology of Contemporary Danish Poetry. Windflower
Press, Lincoln , Nebraska, 1981. 164 pp. $6.95, paper .
To be an American interested in Danish literature is not
always easy; the publication of an anthology of Danish poetry is
an exceedingly rare occurrence, and even more rarely do
publishers gamble on a bilingual anthology, so independent
Windflower Press is commended for the publication of this fine
anthology of Danish poetry.
As the title indicates, seventeen Danish poets are presented ,
and in contrast to many anthologies that use contemporary to
describe anything written during the twentieth century, this
anthology is truly contemporary . The vast majority of the poems
are from the latter part of the 1970s, and although some of the
poems - and poets - presented probably will not be remembered
fifty years from now , this choice of very recent poetry enables the
anthology to give a vivid and varied picture of what concerns
Danish poets at exactly this point in time .
To define these concern s immediately gets difficult; Danish
poets are by no means a uniform group in method or ideological
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outlook. The Modernistic poems of the 1940-1950s show the feeling
of existential crisis that pervaded not only Danish, but Western
society in the years following World War II. Ole Wivel points out
in "Angry Young Men" that "we are the angry, the disappointed,
the wounded, the resigned drunkards and lost bourgeois," and he
and other poets tried to explore the absurd chaos in both their
minds and in society around them . Consequently, much of this
poetry is highly metaphysical and individualistic, but as time went
on poetry became much more directly involved in politics and the
diction turned more raw and straight-forward.
One of the great accomplishments of this anthology is to show
the diverse concerns of these contemporary poets . A heavy dose of
feminist poetry toward the end of the anthology shows the
importance of female poets in today's Denmark, and poems such
as Hanne Marie Jensen's "Slaughter Cattle" and Vita Andersen's
"She Isn't Fit for Life" indicate that Danish women still have a long
way to go before they are accepted in and adapted to their new
roles of mothers and career-women. A unique view of Danish
reality is presented in the poem " A Turkish Boy" by the Turkish
guest-worker Murat Alpar , which describes the alienation of a
Turkish boy caught between the traditional values of his Turkish
parents and the liberal attitudes toward drinking and dating
exhibited by his Danish friends.
Although it is too simplistic to pigeonhole any one theme as
the primary concern of Danish poets, it does seem fair to assert, as
Niels Ingwersen does in his fine introduction, that the single most
pervading theme is the desire to survive in spite of alienation from
a neurotic and increasingly insensitive society. Perhaps Kristen
Bj¢rnkj~r's " Problematic Acquaintance" sums up the attitude of
these poets toward society when he presents his ambivalent
feelings toward one individual : " He is an enemy and friend in one
body/ therefore he precludes a simple solution ." Fortunately, both
for the reader and Danish society, not everything is gloom. Several
poets show aspects of the brighter side of life, and, for instance,
" Such a Morning" by Benny Andersen presents the mournfully
humorous poetry that he has made a national treasure since the
publication of hi s now classic anthology Svante's Songs in 1972.
As might be expected with a large number of translators, the
quality of translation is rather uneven . There are very few actual
mistakes, but in some cases the connotation of a Danish word does
not seem to have been understood by the translator, leading to a
loss of meaning in the English poem . For instance, Benny
Andersen 's "For Orientation" gains an added meaning when the
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words "dyb udskcering" are fully understood . The translation reads
"deep chink," but the Danish has the added connotation of "lownecked," which makes much clearer the sexual connotations of the
poem, but it must be admitted that it would be hard to find an
English word with the same double connotation. The translations
of the difficult poetry of Thorkild Bj¢rnvig and J¢rgen Gustava
Brandt are impressive, and the translation of Simon Grabowski's
"Maze Morning" is absolutely fantastic. The translators brilliantly
capture the psychological devastation of the Danish with such
insane words as "Abyssterday Toomyardning."
In the preface, Niels Ingwersen expresses the hope that this
anthology will be an introduction to recent Danish poetry wherever
it is taught and enjoyed in this country, and equipped as it is with
a fine introduction called " Contours of Contemporary Danish
Poetry" and notes on the poets, the present volume seems
perfectly suited for both purposes. Seventeen Danish Poets is
highly recommended for anyone interested in Danish literature.

THE DANISH AMERICANS
Reviewed by Gerald Rasmussen

Nielsen, George R., The Danish Americans. G.K.
Twayne Publishers. 200 pages. $14.95.

Hall & Co .

My Grandfather was a man who prided himself on being a
Dane and an American. To the best of my knowledge, he
recognized no inconsistency in those dual attributes. He was the
son of the displaced persons migration from South Slesvig into
Denmark when that province became a part of the German nation
in 1864. He often talked of his heritage and of the " Great Event" of
Slesvig's reunification with Denmark as symbolized by King
Christian's ride across the border on his white horse. He was proud
of the " fact" that the Danes who came to America became citizens
more quickly than any other immigrant group . He also said that
more of them became citizens and expressed a lack of
comprehension of those few of his fellow immigrants who had
failed to claim their voting rights by becoming citizens.
It never occurred to me to question his facts or to ask him
about his sources of information. His saying so made me feel
proud too. Besides which, he was not the kind of man who would
have taken kindly to having his statements questioned by a
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grandson. When I reached the age when one begins wondering
about such things as sources of information, he was no longer
living.
I thought of it again when reading George R. Nielsen's book
entitled, The Danish Americans. Indeed, the question was thrust
upon me by the very first sentence in the introduction when
Nielsen established the theme of his book by writing, "there is a
consensus in all the existing studies that the Danes were among
the most rapid assimilators of all the American ethnic groups." He
continues by reviewing the reasons advanced by various writers as
to why that should be. He admits that not only is there "no
consensus on any single factor causing this propensity for
assimilation, .. .. but that not one of the reasons advanced is
ironclad."
Nielsen, an historian who teaches at Concordia College in
River Forest, Illinois, proceeds in a tight-knit, 200 page book to
examine several aspects of Danish American life relating to the
theme of assimilation. Each chapter seems almost to be an essay
independent of the other chapters in the book. But it turns out to
be a unified, cohesive study when one reads it with the
introduction in constant consideration .
It is important to note that this book is a first. It is the first
single volume study of Danish Americans in the English language.
It is being reviewed in the journal of what Nielsen calls the first
"permanent Danish American Historical Society" in the United
States . And to return to the theme of Nielsen's book, these two
facts are symbols of the rapid and total incorporation into
American life of the Danish immigrants .
After his provocative introduction , Nielsen, proceeds to
discuss The Danish Heritage, the Religious Dimension, the
Geographical Distribution of Danes in America, and the Danish
American Innovations. These four parts contain from two to nine
c~apters each . One could quarrel with his choice of chapters. One
could even wish that Nielsen might have examined one of Oscar
Handlin's major themes, namely the effect of the immigration
upon the immigrant. But that would be like complaining that
Calvin Coolidge did very little as president after a campaign in
which his major platform was that he would do little if elected
president. Nielsen set out to accomplish an objective and he
achieved it.
The Danish Americans is a synthesis in which generalization
and use of examples from primary sources play an important role .
He is familiar with and has used the major documents within the
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field . Indeed, he closes his book by harking back to his major
theme with a quotation from one such monograph . That
monograph, Danish American Journey by Erling Duus includes an
account of his grandparents visit to Denmark in which they
discover upon their return, that they had "become Americans ." In
a book like The Danish Americans, the historian is at the mercy of
the accuracy of his primary documents. In one instance, at least,
that is a weakness . He uses a master's thesis which was written
about Junction City, Oregon . The thesis is a superficial treatment
of that topic which fails to distinguish between certain of the
commercial and booster type activities related to the Scandinavian
Festival and the history of the Danish immigrant group in that
community.
One of the strongest features of the book is its attempt to
move away from single interest activities and incorporate examples
from a wide spectrum of Danish American life. For example, there
is a fine chapter concerning the Mormon Danes and a chapter of
great human interest about the Danish socialists. But Nielsen
recognizes that the Danish socialists were atypical, and according
to Nielsen's statistics, had very little influence upon the Danish
American community.
It is my prediction that those of us of Danish descent, who for
the most part tend to be limited in our knowledge about Danish
Americans by our family and community experience, will find this
book enlightening. This book provides new insights, and expands
our knowledge of Danish American immigrants in a truly
broadening way. The Danish Americans is a well-documented,
well-written book and should be on the shelf of every person
interested in the subject of immigration, not just Danish
immigration . It is a well-conceived and important book . It will no
doubt be the starting point of further studies of Danish Americans .
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WE ARE A LITTLE LAND:
Cultural Assumptions in Danish Everyday Life
Reviewed by Egon Bodtker

Hansen, Judith Friedman, We Are A Little Land: Cultural
Assumptions in Danish Everyday Life, New York: Arno Press,
1980, pp. 229.
This volume is one of the reprints in the series "American
Ethnic Groups: The European Heritage" published by Arno Press. It
was originally Ms. Hansen's doctoral dissertation and though
"academic" in presentation has apparently been redone in order to
be palatable for those not accustomed to dissertation readings .
Ms. Hansen states that she is attempting a " broader analysis
necessary to an understanding of Danish society as a whole .. ..a
convincing explanation of certain Danish patterns of behavior on
both interpersonal and society-wide levels. " In order to accomplish
this she isolates several " cultural assumptions" which Danes
characteristically make about each other and about experience,
how these assumptions are brought into play, and how they affect
the course of interaction .
The major "cultural assumptions" categories she develops are
festlighed (festiveness), hygge (coziness), egalitarianism , balance
and moderation, and inclusion . She isolates other "subsidiary
assumptions" as well, e.g., stemning (atmosphere), closure, and
rhythm of enjoyment.
Her study is based upon extensive reading as well as an
extended stay as participant-observer in Denmark. Most of us
would accept her theoretical constructs and her examples as
typical even if we could cite isolated examples which did not mesh
well with her generalizations. This reviewer believes she succeeds
quite well in explaining the significance of many "cultural
assumptions" in Danish interpersonal behavior. However, the case
is less well made for the society as a whole. The complexities of
the behavior of individuals and groups in the national and
international political, economic, and social contexts is not
explained adequately in this volume or by this type of analysis .
The book, however, is significant in explaining what it means
to be a Dane, and maybe also in what it means to be a Danish
American . Many of us may recognize in ourselves the qualities
(cultural assumptions) she identifies .
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PIONEER DAYS ON THE PRAIRIE
Reviewed by Arnold N. Bodtker
Bodholdt, K.C. , Pioneer Days On The Prairie - translated by
Thorvald Hansen. Sketches by Sandra Knudsen . Copyright by
Grand View College, Des Moines, Iowa. $3 .00.
This is a small book, fewer than 75 pages, but there is much in
it that will delight the reader. It was written in Danish and
published in 1916 under the title, Paa Prairien i Nybyggertiden.
Thorvald Hansen , in excellent manner, has performed a fine service
in translating, re-arranging the contents and providing helpful
notes.
Bodholdt was a pioneer pastor, and as such encountered many
surprises and troublesome situations, all of which he met with
good sense, and consideration for people. He had faith in the
people he served . They were all his sisters and brothers. He was
mindful of human foibles and weaknesses, and told about them
with humor and understanding. For example, Bodholdt notes,
" When I say that it was an enlightened and dedicated group that I
worked with in Hamilton County, it must not be assumed that
there were not some among them who had their shortcomings .
Though there were none who were really depraved, there were a
couple of men who, when they went to town , had difficulty in
getting away from there in a state of sobriety." But you must read
the book for further details.
Bodholdt was an observing person and as he moved about
among the various Danish settlements in Nebraska he tells of
incidents that at first glance seem very commonplace , but which
from his angle take on a special human quality. I think readers will
agree that it was a good thing that Bodholdt remembered to tell us
about " Old Frank" . Bodholdt was modest in recounting his own
activities. Despite the broad range of vicissitudes of a pioneering
existence - bed-bugs, hailstorms, snow, leaky roofs , meager
resources , all of which often made surroundings seem harsh and
plain , there was hope and joyousness in the various settlements, to
which Bodholdt, and others like him, must have contributed much .
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AN AMER ICAN SAGA
Reviewed

by Harald Hans Lund

" I found shelter in Mill's Hotel - a slender skyscraper on
Bleecker Street, where I occupied a cell with a shelf to sleep on
and a rope strung up for clothes. There I rested myself for the first
night, already quite detached from the past, and stunned with a
crazy feeling that I was somebody else .
"At early dawn I was out on the street again to gaze at the
buildings, one of which was large enough to house the people of
my home town, and at Brooklyn Bridge, which was thrice as broad
as the King's Highway running through Denmark, and at the trains
above my head and under my feet that were ten times speedier
than the narrow-gauge train of the dunes ."
So writes Carl Christian Jensen , Danish immigrant, in AN
AMERICAN SAGA , published in 1927 by Little, Brown , and
Company . the New York Times in a book review, May 1, 1927, says
" this is an unusual book. Yet not because it is vividly and boldly
written, not because it is pictorial to a degree; but because as a
human document it has no parallel. No two lives can, in the nature
of things, be identical ; and here is the record of a life that is
unique. It is a spiritual quest on which this lad from the Danish
fishing village started ; and if there is picturesqueness in the
portrayal of incident it is because of the writer's highly developed
power of visualization. The true story throughout is the inward
development and flowering of the spirit. "
Carl shipped on a freighter at age 16, visiting many European
ports and suffering many hardships as deckhand . At age 18 he
jumped ship in New York . Earning enough by odd jobs to subsist,
he went to night schools, and learned English , mathematics and
drafting . The landlady of the garret in which Carl lived , a poor
widow, had a daughter whom he married. Says the Times critic,
" Jensen's story of his love and marriage is an idyll of rarest delicacy ."
Carl and his girl-wife went to Chicago where he secured work .
A child was born . Not long after, they went further west, to
Minnesota, where Carl enrolled at the University, earning his way
by cutting lawns and such other part-time work as he could find . It
was there that I met Carl and we became friends . I felt inferior
because I was only the son of Danish immigrants and not myself
one who had bravely encountered a new world . Carl became a
citizen of the U.S. at thi s time. In 1917 I enlisted in the Navy,
serving two years abroad , during whi ch time I lost contact with
Carl and have no knowledge of hi s subsequent career. I did come
across hi s book of which I have a treasured copy. It is a saga to be
enjoyed by any Dane or Danish-American .
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The DANISH AMERICAN HERITAGE SOCIETY
established in 1977 in order to accomplish the following:

was

Preserve and promote interest in Danish American traditions.
Collect. evaluate, preserve, and display records (books, pictures,
letters) as well as other artifacts pertaining to the life and culture of
Danish Americans.
Encourage Danish American expression in the arts, humanities,
and social sciences.
Promote research into the life and culture of Danish Americans
and serve as an agency through which resulting studies might be
shared and published.
Seek public and private grants or funds to further projects and
programs sponsored by the Society.
Keep members aware of events and thoughts from contemporary
Denmark.
Provide a means of communication and education for members
through a quarterly publication .
Serve as a clearinghouse and provide information on all phases of
Danish American life.
Organize local or regional chapters to encourage fellowship and to
share ideas.
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